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Bicycle association 
 
A nonprofit civic association that advocates for bike improvements in street design and often 
collaborates with city transportation officials in co-design. Bicycle associations also organize 
rides, celebrations and other cultural events. 
 
History 
 

• pre-1990s: the bicycle movement has a long history, though it was interrupted by 
extended periods of quiescence. The revival of bicycle associations in the 1970s was 
impeded by divisions within the movement between elitist high-performance cyclists and 
utilitarian cyclists focused on bike lanes for travel to work, school, and shopping. 
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• 1990s and beyond: a period of significant and sustained growth begins. Militant 

organizing through Critical Mass shifted to greater collaboration with city transportation 
departments. Several factors help account for this: 

 
 democratic local politics: mayors and city councils proved responsive to some of 

the militant tactics and concrete demands of bicycle associations, convened public 
forums, and instructed their transportation planners to meet with them. 
 

 national funding: significant federal funding became available for bicycle, 
pedestrian, rails-to-trails, and similar enhancements through the Intermodal 
Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA, 1991) and it successor laws. 
These laws also required public participation. Together, the legal mandates and 
funding incentives have encouraged further civic action, thus providing 
“participatory policy feedback.” 

 
 new professional association: the National Association of City Transportation 

Officials (NACTO) was founded in 1995 and as of June 2020 comprises 84 North 
American cities and transit agencies. It has been responsive to multimodal 
transportation options, as well as to a wide array of other street design 
improvements for new urbanism and smart growth. It has also made a core 
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commitment to public engagement that counts in bicycle and pedestrian planning 
and design. Its design guides are beautifully presented and widely utilized. 
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National groups 
 

• League of American Bicyclists: originally the League of American Wheelmen, with 
strong resistance to utilitarian cycling in demarcated bike lanes. However, its emphasis 
shifted in the early 2000s in response to local associations, funding opportunities through 
ISTEA, and competition from the Alliance for Biking and Walking (1996-2016).  
 
Its 2019-2021 Strategic Plan registers further shifts. LAB holds an annual Bike Summit.  

 
Citywide and state bicycle associations 
 
Some examples: 
 

• San Francisco Bicycle Coalition: founded in 1971, but only develops organizational and 
political capacity in the 1990s, as it responds to political opportunities and broadens its 
membership. Increasing stress of “transportation justice” in recent years.  
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SFBC, Strategic Plan 2018-2022. 
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• The Street Trust: previously the Portland Area Bicycle Coalition, then the Bicycle
Transportation Alliance (BTA), founded in 1990. The new name expands the scope of
activity well beyond bicycles. Bicycle equity has become an important emphasis of its
work.
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• Transportation Alternatives (Trans Alt): founded in New York City in 1973, but only
developed significant organizational and political capacity in the 1990s. Significant
influence when Janette Sadik-Khan becomes transportation commissioner under mayor
Michael Bloomberg.

References:
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• Active Transportation Alliance: founded in 1985 as the Chicagoland Bicycle Federation,
Active Trans now supports bicycling, walking, and public transit “to create healthy,
sustainable, and equitable communities.”

Its 2017-2021 Strategic Blueprint outlines its vision of mobility equity, movement
mobilization, and partnerships with diverse communities and stakeholders.

• Cascade Bicycle Club: formed in 1970, the club encompasses the state of Washington.
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